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PRAISE FOR THE BUY-IN ADVANTAGE


“Most scaling companies fail because they can’t get their people truly invested in the journey. Garrison’s proven framework for creating genuine buy-in is exactly what leaders need to achieve sustainable growth.”


—Verne Harnish, Founder, Entrepreneurs’ Organization (EO), and Author, Scaling Up (Rockefeller Habits 2.0)


“In my years leading successful high-growth teams, I’ve seen how lack of enthusiastic employee buy-in derails even the best thought-out strategies. The Buy-In Advantage offers concrete solutions to the engagement crisis holding most companies back.”


—Joe Moglia, former CEO and Chairman, TD Ameritrade


“The Buy-In Advantage is a game-changer for any leader seeking to inspire a truly engaged team. Having worked to catalyze my own organization’s culture, I’ve seen firsthand how a purposeful, collaborative approach can shift a team’s mindset and elevate performance. Garrison’s strategies for fostering a culture of shared purpose and clear communication mirror the core principles we embrace in our CEO culture, especially in aligning values and behaviors to drive excellence. This book is not just theory—it’s a practical guide to cultivating a thriving, high-performance team. A must-read for anyone passionate about building a lasting culture of engagement and success.”


—Jennifer Weng, President and CEO, Chief Executives Organization


“In my four decades leading organizations, I’ve seen how missed targets and turnover stem from lack of true buy-in. Garrison helps you solve the root causes standing in between you and what’s possible for your organization. Highly recommended for any leader wanting to scale!”


—John Stanton, Founder and Chairman, Trilogy Partnerships, and Chairman and Managing Partner, Seattle Mariners


“The Buy-In Advantage is the leadership guidebook I wish I’d had years ago. It offers a powerful framework leaders can use to consistently draw out the best ideas, solutions, and results from their employees. Highly recommended for any leader wanting game-changing results.”


—Tom Leppert, Chairman, Austin Industries, and former CEO, Turner Corporation and Kaplan, Inc.


“Having led a major company turnaround, I learned firsthand that culture drives results, and leaders drive culture. Garrison provides exactly what executives need: practical techniques to transform strategy into reality through genuine employee engagement. The Buy-In Advantage bridges the critical gap between having a great plan and actually executing it.”


—Crystal Maggelet, CEO, Maverik and FJ Management


“Garrison’s ‘Collective Genius’ process is exactly what companies need to find solutions to unlock their full potential. I’ve seen the impact and results firsthand in a dynamic board setting. A must-read for any leadership team serious about scaling.”


—Tassos Economou, Global Chairman Emeritus, Young Presidents Organization (YPO)


“The Buy-In Advantage is more than a book; it’s a manual for leaders who understand that real change begins when people own the idea together. As a result of applying these techniques, our business is experiencing better outcomes, relationships, and results.”


—Shari Levitin, Sales Strategist; Author, Heart and Sell; and Guest Lecturer, Harvard Strategic Selling Course


“This book perfectly captures the current zeitgeist of widespread work dissatisfaction and its causes with both depth and breadth, providing concrete recommendations to leaders for building and bolstering the unity, cohesion, and trust in their teams. I highly recommend teams read this book together and channel the learnings toward specific improvements and growth.”


—Erdin Beshimov, Founder, MIT Bootcamps, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and Founder, ClassHour


“Most leaders know that results are better when employees are engaged, but few know how to make this happen without grinding the organization to a halt. The Buy-In Advantage provides actionable ideas and tools that work”


—Dr. Norbert Prihoda, Deputy Chief Executive Officer, Tunisie Telecom, and former Head of Portfolio Group, Emirates International Telecommunications LLC (EIT)
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INTRODUCTION



After two decades as a CEO of rapidly growing companies, followed by another decade of coaching, advising, and delivering workshops to thousands of leaders around the world, I’ve been on a lot of planes. In the eight million miles I’ve logged during that time, I’ve seen firsthand the problems faced by small- and medium-sized organizations. In fact, I’ve either experienced most imaginable problems myself as CEO, coached others through them, or discussed them as a board member for companies like Ameritrade. In many cases, all three.


Some of my clients run multibillion-dollar companies, many lead startups, and some lead departments or divisions within bigger companies. Some were born with a silver spoon, but most were not. Some have degrees from prestigious universities, but many never spent a day in college. Most have put in blood, sweat, and tears to lead organizations that are making a difference, whether in the manufacturing, services, retail, or nonprofit sectors. Regardless of industry or title, most face the same day-to-day challenges of juggling their “must do now” list with identifying and implementing new ideas that will hopefully drive long-term growth. And they all spend a lot of energy trying to figure out how to motivate their people and align everyone’s priorities to make “great” happen.


Over the years I’ve heard the same concerns over and over from these clients: How do I get my people to stay focused on the most important stuff and not get bogged down with side issues? How do I get them to reach across silos and cooperate to accomplish our key priorities? How do we balance the need for short-term results while not losing track of initiatives that will drive significant improvements in the long run? How do we create time to grow people—and what does growing our people even look like?


Right after sharing such frustrations, they are usually quick to point out all the things that are working well. Here are some typical phrases they use to insist that they don’t really have problems with their people . . .


I’ve hired a great team (though there may be one bad apple who needs replacing).


My people are happy.


We pay everyone fairly.


We are passionate about our customers.


We’ve invested in systems, software, and equipment.


We care about our people.


We always try to do the right thing.


We work really hard.


In reflecting on their wins and successes, it’s easy for such leaders to dismiss their frustrations as fleeting and conclude that things were probably as good as they could ever get. I see the same pattern across companies of all stages, sizes, industries, and locations around the world. I’ve felt it myself. Working with thousands of leaders has proven to me the gap between potential and actual performance can be significantly narrowed. The concepts to achieve more of the raw potential of teams are not complicated, yet what’s missing is the how.


But the solution would not be found in traditional motivational tactics such as offering higher bonuses, benefits like discounted lunches at work, or Friday afternoon beer blasts. Such tactics were appreciated, sure, but my clients found that they did not really move the needle on buy-in.


I experienced this personally during my 20 years as a CEO. Whenever I would have an idea to take the company to the next level, I would come in all excited and share it with those who would be responsible for making it happen. They would usually ask a few questions and give me a ho-hum, “Okay.” A few weeks later I would check on the status of implementing the idea, only to find that it had ended up in the graveyard of other good ideas that got stuck and forgotten during implementation. In my frustration I’d sometimes resort to “PB&J management”—that is, the “patiently badger and jam it down their throats” method. This would get a more enthusiastic response of “We can do that.” But yet again, when I’d follow up a few weeks later, I’d find little or no progress.


One day I was facilitating a forum retreat with a dozen executives who are members of the Young Presidents’ Organization. I love these sessions because of the insightful conversations among bright, accomplished men and women. One talented entrepreneur summed up this universal problem of “ho-hum” better than I’d ever heard before: “Sometimes I feel like I’m leading my team up a mountain. But when I stop, turn around, and look downhill, they are mostly still at the foot of the mountain. Despite all my hard work and efforts to get them to follow me, they are way behind!”


THE SOLUTION: FOSTERING BUY-IN!


Looking back, I now realize that whenever my ideas to improve my company’s results were not getting through, the big problem was lack of overall engagement and enthusiasm about our values and purpose. And without even knowing it, I was a contributor to this lack of engagement. Some call this the GAS (Give A Shit) Factor. Others refer to it as a lack of buy-in. Whatever you call it, it’s what happens when an organization is not keeping up with the leader’s passion and intensity. Some individuals or departments may have passion for their own parts of the business or the people they work with, but there’s a clear lack of collective passion, clarity of direction, and intensity. It’s not because they aren’t good people or aren’t experienced (they usually are!) but because they lack agreement on how to generate game-changing results.


This phenomenon can be especially frustrating for founders or owners who started their company from the ground up. Alignment of people around a common goal and shared passion used to be easy for most of them when the head count was less than 10 or 15 people. But things tend to get lost in translation as any organization grows. The CEO’s carefully crafted strategy stops being fully understood or executed by the frontline people. New hires no longer care about or even understand the mission. Departments become siloed and unsynchronized. And new ideas tend to come from the top down, instead of from frontline employees who might know processes and customer needs better than anyone else.


Fortunately, I learned within the first few years of my consulting practice that there are powerful techniques that could have addressed my frustrations as a CEO. This book is all about sharing those techniques and showing you how to get organization-wide commitment to implementing game-changing ideas.


I’ve honed the ideas in this book by spending a decade observing and working with an elite group of organizations that have overcome the confusion and malaise resulting from a of lack of buy-in, even while they scaled to great heights and large staffs. My firm has conducted extensive research and interviews to help identify what those buy-in-driven companies have in common. We’ve talked to their leaders and surveyed their teams to learn what sets them apart. Why do their people feel a passion that can’t easily be extinguished by the forces of chaos that inevitably afflict organizations?


THE BUY-IN ADVANTAGE


We found out these organizations have succeeded in creating something we call the Buy-In Advantage. They have mastered tapping into the incredible potential of people and teams who are aligned, energized, and empowered! It gives them a leg up on the competition, better customer service, better financial results, and more freedom to pursue new ideas and innovation.


This book is the playbook I wish I’d had as a CEO. It describes how you can create the Buy-In Advantage for your organization—if you choose to. If I had had this playbook, the results would have been a culture with less stress, more effective work, and dramatically improved results. There would have been less wasted effort, more innovation, and less turnover. It would have freed up my time to work on those things I knew to be really important but that there never seemed to be enough time to get to.


Before you choose to commit to this journey, consider your leadership mindset for a moment. What do you really believe about the capabilities and potential of your people? Without the right mindset, the people on your team will see right through any new idea or trendy technique and pay lip service to it.


We believe an important part of any leader’s job is to unleash human potential. This is accomplished by harnessing the collective experiences and insights of a team and applying them against a clear vision with smart objectives.


What does an organization with the Buy-In Advantage look like? From our experience in working with thousands of leaders, we’ve found three elements that indicate a culture firing on all cylinders:


1.Inspired people who focus on and achieve common goals


2.Leaders who focus on smart outcomes and criteria


3.Empowerment that delights customers and drives better results


Inspired People Who Focus on Common Goals


Every Cinco de Mayo, people celebrate Mexican traditions and culture. The day marks a significant and inspiring historical event—but it’s not Mexico’s independence day, as many assume. Instead, the fifth of May memorializes the day in 1862 when a poorly equipped Mexican army defeated a French army unit almost twice as large. The secret weapon of the Mexicans was the inspiration to defend their homeland.


Similarly, inspiration in organizations often comes from belief in a powerful purpose and commonly held values among team members. The focus on a common purpose and values provides clarity and predictability that reduces the amount of wasted effort. The opportunity for leaders, as we will discover, is to model including purpose and values into everyday conversation as decisions are made and priorities are set.


Leaders Who Focus on Smart Outcomes and Criteria


Great leaders know that their job is to show others the way and empower them to collaborate in getting there. Showing others the way is not the same as telling them, “This is the way we do things here.” Instead, it’s reminding them of the direction the organization is heading to achieve their purpose. It’s also providing guardrails in evaluating alternative ways to get to that future state. These guardrails we call criteria—a concept we’ll explore throughout the book.


Empowering others is like lighting up a charcoal fire on a summer grill. As each charcoal brick lights up, it ignites the others around it to contribute to the heat. In organizations, each person who reaches buy-in helps bring the next one toward buy-in as well.


Empowerment That Drives Both Impact and Morale


Inspired people allow an organization to improve its results, impact, and influence. Thus, there’s an irony in any leader who tries to maintain strong control over everything that happens. By focusing on seizing and wielding power, such leaders actually decrease their own impact and influence. They extinguish the inspiration within their people, leading to an almost inevitable decrease in the output and results of the organization. Leaders who hunger for control and power limit the potential of their teams and what can be achieved.


Have you ever worked for a micromanager? You know, the clueless one who tells you exactly the way they want something done and then endlessly follows up: “Have you done it yet? Where do we stand on that thing I asked you about two weeks ago?” Micromanagers usually don’t prioritize—every idea is of equal importance, so just get it all done! Another flavor of micromanager is the person who needs to approve everything. They will be heard saying things like “I didn’t approve that” or “Who approved that?” Their need to weigh in on all decisions, though well intended, sends an unintentional message that everyone else is incompetent. This lack of faith in others requires them to make all the big and little decisions to “save” the organization.


I have worked for many types of micromanagers who wore me down. With each, I eventually reached the point where I gave up. I’d tell myself, “Just do what they say and call it good enough.” I’d leave my best ideas and inspiration in the parking lot and lose all my enthusiasm at work. Those kinds of leaders are like a giant fire extinguisher on the sparks of inspiration.


We’ve all heard about legendary micromanagers such as Steve Jobs. Although micromanagers are notorious for their overcontrolling style, I’d argue that leaders like Jobs have a singular focus that they work relentlessly to execute in alignment with their compelling purpose. Jobs’s focus was about clean design, simple capability, and affordable cost. When the iPod was being developed, engineers came back with a multi-button device that Jobs instantly shot down, insisting it have one control and an on/off switch. In other words, micromanaging is only helpful if it’s laser focused and related to the compelling purpose. Otherwise, it can hold the company back and discourage innovation and engagement.


A big part of this book will be showing you how to tame any instincts you may have toward micromanagement so you can empower people and give them agency to excel. You’ll see that the benefits include more time and capacity for leaders to focus on what’s really important, both on and off the job.


We’ll talk about the importance of having a clear, consistently reenforced, compelling purpose in chapter 10. Although a lot of organizations believe they have a purpose statement, it may surprise you that many leaders confuse compelling purpose and mission at the expense of their competitive advantage.


THE SHIFT FROM “IT’S TOO HARD” TO “IT’S A HABIT”


Let’s start with the bad news: Change is hard. Changing habits is harder. Changing habits that involve other people is even harder.


The good news: change is only hard until it becomes a habit. That’s what we tell our kids when they begin to ride a bicycle. It can seem overwhelming when they get on, try to balance and peddle, wobble frantically, and fall off. But if they stick with it for a while, the process gets easier. Soon they don’t even have to think about how to ride a bike; it becomes an unconscious behavior. And the experience shifts from hard and stressful to fun.


There are some executives we meet who are not emotionally prepared to lead a buy-in-driven organization, just as some kids aren’t yet emotionally prepared to ride a bike. Such bosses see their role as making decisions, solving problems, and controlling everything that goes on. And they don’t want to hear any woo-woo crap about empowerment or purpose or winning the hearts and minds of their people. They think everything is working fine, and if anyone needs to change, it’s their employees, not them.


If you are one of those people, you can stop reading here and pass this book along to someone else. But if you are willing to embrace change for the sake of building powerful new habits and far better results, get ready to enjoy the ride.


WHAT YOU WILL LEARN


This book offers three big promises that can give your organization a competitive advantage at very little cost by creating the Buy-In Advantage:


1.It reveals the major reasons why most companies fail to create and sustain buy-in.


2.It explains a systematic, proven solution to help leaders achieve buy-in, regardless of market conditions or industry-specific challenges.


3.It offers a practical road map for making this solution an entrenched part of a company’s culture so the problems won’t return in a month or a year.


We’ll begin this journey in part 1 by exploring why so many companies struggle with buy-in, why a majority of employees don’t really care about their work, and why a majority of companies are falling short of their full potential.


Then in part 2 you’ll learn six powerful leadership techniques that will change the way you address common business challenges, with a new focus on boosting buy-in. These include inclusive brainstorming and decision-making, effective prioritizing to get more done with less distraction, rethinking your people processes to recruit better talent and retain them longer, and more. Even if you just begin by implementing two or three ideas from this section, including revisiting your company purpose, you will see a noticeable increase in buy-in and improved results.


Finally, part 3 will show you how to extend and sustain your buy-in culture through your everyday activities, even when things go off the rails (as they inevitably will, sooner or later).



PROGRESS BEGINS WITH A SINGLE STEP



Let’s be realistic: The Buy-In Advantage won’t benefit your company if all you do is read it. You will have to take active steps to apply what you’ll be learning. But I’m not expecting you to apply everything all at once. That would be too time consuming and might even cause brain damage!


Instead, as a starting point, I urge you to gather your team together to analyze the current status of your business. What’s working and what’s not? What are the one or two chronic problems that, if addressed, would make the biggest impact? Gain alignment on those questions, then start gradually trying some of the practices described in parts 2 and 3. Simply having those group conversations and taking action to make a few things better will launch your people on an exciting path toward long-term improvement.


When applied with sincere effort, the strategies in this book will take pressure off a leadership team, create a more satisfying environment for employees, and foster greater and more consistent buy-in—all of which will drive sustainable bottom-line improvements for any kind of organization. You will enjoy a long-term competitive advantage that allows you to attract the best talent, retain them, get everyone pulling in the same direction, and even have an enjoyable time while working toward the same goals. (Yes, really!)










Part 1



THE CHRONIC PROBLEM OF LACK OF BUY-IN


Part 1 examines how we got to this current buy-in crisis and the substantial damage it’s creating for both businesses and individuals. A fundamental need of business is to create the best possible results with the resources available, while a fundamental need of people is to have a sense of worth and value in how they invest their time and energy. When organizations lack buy-in, neither need is met.


The situation today is dire. The rate at which people change jobs or intend to change jobs has never been higher, and the rate of engagement as measured by Gallup is the lowest in a decade.1 Additionally, the average annual rate of return for S&P 500 companies has averaged under 7% for decades!2


With all the advances in technology, resources, training, and infrastructure, how did we get into this mess? On the surface, it may appear that there is nothing new here, as some of the reasons for our current buy-in crisis have been brewing for years. Yet the unique combination of events over the last decade and following the pandemic have created several new factors that most leaders may not be aware of.


In chapter 1, we examine the three factors that have come together to create a “perfect storm” and why a buy-in crisis now threatens to derail many organizations.


Chapter 2 considers how the usual approaches to combatting this crisis usually fail, including the four beliefs that create a chasm between leaders and employees.


Chapter 3 provides a diagnostic so you can evaluate how your organization is weathering this storm and how much potential and bottom-line results might follow from addressing it and giving your team the Buy-In Advantage.










Chapter 1



THE PERFECT STORM NO ONE SAW COMING


On an ordinary morning in 2022, a leader for the Alta Equipment Group, which sells, rents, and repairs industrial and construction equipment from locations around the country (with more than 2,400 employees), found a typewritten letter among his usual piles of bills and junk mail. Written and signed by one of his 30 employees, it landed like a proverbial brick to the side of his head.


To Whom It May Concern,


I am writing this letter to announce my departure from my position as Service Coordinator/Dispatcher. My last day of employment will be [date].


I feel as if morale here is poor. I want to feel that I am in a positive, communicative, and supportive work environment and, after four months, I do not feel that here. I have been given additional duties that were not discussed upon hire, and ones that I could get paid more for, in a full-time position doing just that one duty, somewhere else.


I feel that I have put in a lot of hours of hard work and my full effort is not appreciated, as management fails to give even the slightest praise to employees who do well. I feel as if every duty assigned is scrutinized down to the finest detail, and even when I try my hardest to ensure that the quality of work is excellent, there is still a flaw to be recognized.


I am a great worker and know my output is excellent, and I do not feel as if being put under a microscope for every single thing is fair to me or my co-workers. It feels as if management does not trust the employees.


I have seen many discrepancies in the way technicians are treated, and some of our technicians who are incapable of doing simple tasks are told “good job” while others who work, keep to themselves, and get their work done are told that they need to improve the way they’re doing things. It seems that management does not realize the worth of its most valuable employees.


I will always be grateful for the opportunity to work here, and for the opportunity to be supported by such great coworkers who I now consider friends. I love dispatching and truly feel it is a career for me, but unfortunately, it cannot be here.


The letter was copied to her team leader, the regional vice president, which meant that the manager of this location (let’s call him John) was going to be called on the carpet. It was also copied to their CEO, Ryan Greenawalt.


Years before, Ryan took a risk buying out the family business from his father and had methodically built the company by making a series of acquisitions and improving the service and economics at each one. He also takes pride in a carefully crafted culture that values mutual respect. The experience of this employee came nowhere close to his expectation.


During a subsequent call with his boss, the local manager, John, explained that the writer was a prized employee whom he had worked hard to recruit in a tight labor market. She was smart, detail-oriented, and driven to make things better—with the potential to become a future supervisor or location manager herself. He had no idea that she was unhappy. John prided himself on running a tight ship, as a no-nonsense, hard worker who had spent years serving his loyal customers in their New England town. He considered himself a good manager. So he believed this disgruntled employee was an outlier, not a sign of any wider problem.


The regional VP knew he had to do more digging. Fortunately, the company’s HR department had recently performed a survey of employee attitudes across all of their locations. The survey questions generated an overall morale score that could range from -100 (meaning everyone at that location was totally miserable) to +100 (meaning everyone was totally thrilled with their jobs). John’s 30 employees had a morale score of -12, meaning that most would not recommend it as a place to work. And this rating didn’t even include anyone who had quit before the survey! The location had a 30% annual turnover rate, which meant that hundreds of hours were being wasted on recruiting and training to fill all those openings caused by voluntary exits.


Things at the location might have appeared okay if you focused on its financial metrics rather than turnover. But clearly something was missing. Headquarters had invested in leadership development programs over the past several years, but John felt he didn’t have time to pay attention to that stuff, given the ever-growing demands of real work on his plate every day. There would be time for leadership development when he finally got caught up. So John had stuck to the methods they had used for years, and everything seemed to be fine. At least until that letter arrived.


Fortunately, this story has a happy ending. Alta’s senior executive team reached out to my firm for help and embraced real changes across the organization, with an emphasis on increasing and sustaining employee buy-in. Within a single year, turnover at John’s location fell from 30% to under 10%, and their Net Engagement Score (a metric for how many employees would recommend the company as a place to work minus those who wouldn’t) nearly tripled!


But what about all the other companies that never receive that kind of letter, because their unhappy employees leave without disclosing their true reasons?


“There are more lies told in the exit interview than anywhere else,” a friend of mine reminded me one night at dinner, as we compared notes from our recent business experiences. Most often that lie sounds something like this: “Sorry, boss, I really like it here and appreciate what you’ve done for me, but I got a better offer for more money.” Most people are naturally polite and would rather say they’re leaving for more money (which no leader would take personally) than reveal that they started job hunting because of the way they were treated (which bosses take very personally).


This means that you can never assume your people are happy, even if they never tell you they’re unhappy. You need to be vigilant for signs that the buy-in crisis has spread to your people.


WHAT’S CAUSING THE BUY-IN CRISIS?


At this point I want to stress that I don’t lay the buy-in crisis at the feet of executives. Like the rest of us, most of them are doing the best they can to meet the demands put upon them. They lead people the way they were taught to lead in their youth, whether at business school or by emulating their own former bosses. But the workforce has now evolved, even if traditional leadership tactics haven’t. Unfortunately, individual leaders are the most convenient scapegoat for broader trends that have been draining buy-in from most organizations over many years.


This buy-in crisis didn’t happen all at once, like a flipped switch. It reminds me of how hurricanes start brewing off the coast of Africa as harmless low-pressure systems. With just the right conditions, like warm weather and steering winds, a perfect storm begins to form. But without those conditions it would remain just another cluster of thunderstorms. When you look at the forecasts for hurricanes and typhoons, all the computer models can give you is an educated guess about what might happen. But the actual path of a storm takes its own unpredictable course.


The conditions causing the buy-in crisis are not the result of just one thing. Don’t believe anyone who blames the problem solely on the millennials and Generation Z, or the Covid pandemic, or the economy. They’ve all played a role, as did other, long-simmering trends, but it’s the combination that has created a perfect storm. If we were to remove any of these elements, we would not be in crisis.


Generation Z is the fastest-growing part of the workforce, and they’ve been described as the first generation that doesn’t put money first. Traditional bosses find them baffling, frustrating, and resistant to traditional management tactics. Gen Z doesn’t see any stigma in changing jobs every year or two. And they don’t see any point in being loyal.


The pandemic caused millions of people to start pondering big-picture questions they hadn’t had time to consider before:


•Is the time I spend commuting to the office worth what I find there?


•Is my company doing something I actually care about?


•Do the executives and my team leaders really care about my experiences and opinions?


The economy has experienced wild gyrations in the last five years, from high unemployment to strong recovery to the worst inflation in four decades. The overall impact has been a widespread sense of uncertainty and insecurity. Almost no one really feels immune to mass layoffs caused by consumer shifts, new technologies, and/or foreign competition. Millions are anxious about their futures and have stopped believing that their employers are looking out for their best interests.


This abrupt shift in what work means to people, rapid changes in where work gets done, and the economic swings have never simultaneously occurred before. That’s why we call it the perfect storm.


HOW LEADERS HAVE UNKNOWINGLY MISSED THE SIGNS


If the perfect storm for the workforce has been brewing for a while, how have even the most talented and capable leaders missed the signs? Well, many have been distracted by more urgent challenges that have occupied their focus. The supply shortages, the pandemic, global conflicts impacting supply chains, and worker shortages are just some of the short-term crises that led people to miss the longer-term trends.


I’d also argue that the origins of the crisis go much further back. For the last century, the business world has chased “big ideas” from thought leaders who promised new ways to solve every possible problem. Such ideas have included the quality movement, Six Sigma, reengineering, lean manufacturing, just-in-time inventory, AI, and many others. But none of those trendy ideas included focusing on the daily experience of employees—who are expected to do all the things that will delight customers and create profits.


Meanwhile, senior leaders have faced increasing pressure to drive short-term profits and shareholder value, rather than doing things that may not pay off for years to come. Most executive pay plans now include generous bonuses for exceeding targets such as net operating income, cash flow, or profit margin. And their performance is now tracked and evaluated more scientifically, using Management by Objectives (MBOs) or Objectives and Key Results (OKRs). The upside of this shift is that many leaders now have great clarity about what they are trying to accomplish and how they are doing. But the downside is that this pressure on short-term profits makes it an uphill battle to focus on changes in people and culture, whose impacts on the financial metrics (positive or negative) can take years to show up. It’s easy to measure when labor costs have gone down 15% or sales have increased 12%, but much harder to track and reward changes in employee engagement and passion.


Along the way, what’s gotten lost is the classic wisdom often attributed to Peter Drucker: “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” I take this to mean that whatever strategy is driving your MBOs or OKRs, you will never achieve the best possible outcomes if you don’t take care of your people and culture.


By one estimate, the buy-in crisis is costing employers $450 billion a year—not even including the costs of turnover!1 I can’t wrap my head around that number, so let’s break it down. It equates to about $2,600 per employee per year in the United States alone. What would you rather spend that money on? And the measure of the damage is not only in money; it’s also in workplace stress. Every time it takes weeks or months to fill an open position after someone quits, it means extra work for everyone else. And then it’s extra work to train the new person and get them up to speed.


When employee needs are not recognized or addressed, we see workers turn to unions for support. Of course everyone has a right to unionize, but to me every desire to unionize is a failure of leadership. The only people who willingly pay dues to have someone else be their voice are people who feel like their voice is ignored or disrespected. People who fear for their jobs if they speak out. Unions are important in situations where leadership has failed to create a psychologically safe, healthy environment—but companies should be creating a lot more healthy environments even without the influence of unions.


This was true for entrepreneur Michael Hexner while building the retail tire chain Wheel Works. When faced with a union drive at one location, his attorney advised him, “You need to look more at fixing that than fighting the union.” Michael didn’t believe he had such an issue but, out of respect, he looked into that location more closely. “The manager was acting like a bully,” Michael recounted. “We immediately stepped in and made changes and made the location a friendly place. When the union vote took place, we won with at least 80% of the employees voting for the shop to remain non-union.”


Research shows that organizations that focus equally on objectives and healthy cultures are able to execute strategy more successfully and respond to change better than those that are numbers-only focused. A Grant Thornton study says the average large company could save over $100 million a year if employees were to describe their culture as healthy.2 That should be enough to convince even the most old-school manager.


Yet what we sometimes observe is leaders clinging to “I have to tell them what to do because I have more experience” or, “My job is to solve problems” or, “I’ll teach them by telling them.” Even with good intent, none of these beliefs contribute to healthy cultures.


WHAT DOES BUY-IN REQUIRE?


Organizations have a good shot at beating the buy-in crisis if they can create three necessary conditions.


Condition One: Continual Growth Opportunities. Today’s workers thirst for more variety and more mental stimulation. In the past six decades, the percentage of people with high school degrees has doubled to over 90% and the percentage with college degrees has quadrupled to over a third.3 Yet with all this horsepower, most workplaces still break down jobs into simple repetitive tasks and don’t really have a mechanism to tap into people’s education. The workforce is not only better educated than ever, they are also better self-educated, thanks to the internet. This higher awareness leads to higher expectations about their workplace. People expect a variety of challenging opportunities, rather than just waiting to be told what to do. Yet leadership best practices have not caught up to this new reality.


Condition Two: Flexibility in Where Work Gets Done. These days people choose where to work based in part on flexibility in work location and schedule. If they need extra flexibility in order to provide for aging parents or school-age kids, they will choose jobs that make their lives easier. Employers still have the right to tell people where and when to work—but insisting on too much control results in an unintended cost of losing a large portion of your potential talent pool.


Conversely, providing employees with flexibility is a powerful competitive advantage in recruiting. Unemployment for college-educated workers has been trending down for a decade—it’s a workers’ market.4 Employees are demanding flexibility, yet most employers are still trained to focus on other things. It’s a massive disconnect that shows up in turnover, dissension, and dismal engagement rates.


Condition Three: Meaningful Work with Like-Minded People. More and more these days, work is about much more than getting a paycheck. Yes, competitive and fair pay is still a baseline for hiring, but it’s no longer enough. There are two additional criteria now if you want to hire and retain people who seek meaning from their work. First, it’s projecting a sense that the work means something and is worth doing. We see this in organizations where every person knows how the work benefits others. Meaning, purpose, and values matter more than ever. The second new criterion is creating a workplace where employees mostly like each other. This emotional need allows people to be themselves and give their all without a fear of being judged.


Together these three expectations by today’s workforce have led to employer frustration, some of the lowest engagement rates in decades, and a climate in which employees jump ship the moment they find something that better fits their needs.


And when employers try to make things better, their efforts often backfire. Consider a Chicagoland pizza chain I know whose owner became deeply frustrated. The teens and twentysomethings she had hired to work as greeters and servers were attached to their phones. Instead of watching customers and anticipating their needs, these people had their eyes and ears glued to social media and text messages. When a customer would ask for something, it might take two or even three repetitions to get their intention. And even then, servers would often look at the floor and mumble instead of looking the customer in the eyes with a friendly response.


To try to get these frustrating employees to act like they gave a damn, the owner banned smartphones at work. This seemed like a fair request, given that they were making decent wages plus tips. From then on, everyone had to put their phone in a locker at the start of each shift and only check it during breaks.


But instead of solving this chronic lack of buy-in, the new policy made things even worse! Turnover went up sharply, as many jumped ship for similar jobs that would let them keep looking at their phones while working. And even those who didn’t quit seemed more unhappy than ever, with their gloomy attitudes visible to every customer who interacted with them. Then sales started to drop, because who wants to eat in an environment full of unhappy people?


When the owner told me this unhappy story, she rolled her eyes. “I’m paying them to work—I shouldn’t have to babysit them! They’re ungrateful and immature!” Clearly, she had been taught that a leader’s role was to tell people what to do, and she saw herself as a good boss. She organized the shifts, enforced the dress code, and established best practices for seating and serving customers. And if anyone didn’t want to play by her rules, that was their problem, not hers.


Unfortunately, as leaders discover every day, it’s actually everyone’s problem.


WHAT IS LEADERSHIP, ANYWAY?


Before we go any further, allow me to share my definition of leadership. In my younger days I used to idolize Hollywood’s version of military leaders, the kind who won World War II for the Allies. I pictured General Patton barking profanities along with his orders, and I figured that was a role model for civilian businesses.


Fortunately, I got a much more realistic sense of military leadership when I had the opportunity to work closely with the 4th Air Force Fighter Squadron at Hill Air Force Base in Utah. These amazing young men and women face the same handicaps as private sector businesses in getting around supply challenges, people issues, and bureaucratic red tape. They have to remain mission focused in the face of all kinds of distractions. And even high-ranking officers can’t just bark orders and expect things to get done. The squadron’s officers use informal leadership skills to win the engagement and enthusiasm of those several ranks below them. And the most respected people of all aren’t even officers—they are the master sergeants who truly make things happen.


If these softer skills are essential in the military, with its strict hierarchy of ranks and chain of command, they are even more essential in business, where a title doesn’t necessarily make anyone a leader. We’ve all met people whose title includes “Director” or “VP” or “Chief Something Officer” who we wouldn’t trust to lead a three-car parade. Instead, my definition of leadership is the ability to provide direction, inspiration, and support to move people in a positive direction. Leaders at any level, with any job title, are able to work with others to maximize everyone’s full potential toward a common goal.


Former general and president Dwight D. Eisenhower expressed it so well when he said, “The essence of leadership is to get others to do something because they think you want it done and because they know it is worthwhile doing.”5


THE GOOD NEWS


The good news is that most of your competitors are making excuses on why they don’t take action to fix their buy-in problems: their leaders tell each other that they don’t have time to worry about culture, that now is not the right time, or that their people should just be grateful to have jobs.


Their ignorance or stubbornness creates an opportunity for you to use the proven methods to create your own Buy-In Advantage! It’s an opportunity to have an unfair advantage in hiring, retention, and generating higher customer satisfaction. Pursuing buy-in will make your job as a leader so much easier when people are working with you instead of watching from the sidelines as spectators.


Creating this competitive advantage is ultimately what this book is all about.


In the next chapter, we’ll look at how the traditional approach of trying to buy your way out of a buy-in crisis only works in the short term, if at all.




Ideas Worth Considering


1.As you reflect on your own business and career, what leadership trends have been most prominent? How has the quality of the employee experience been prioritized?


2.Consider your organization’s policy on where work gets done. What impact has it had on your ability to recruit and retain the best talent? Does it need to apply to all team members all the time?


3.How has the better-educated workforce impacted the way you conduct business? What new challenges or opportunities are you experiencing?
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